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courtiers the chastity they exercised in their private lives.1
Charles not only suggested the plot of James Shirley's The
Gamester, but applauded the play as the best he had seen for
seven years.2 Actually it would not be out of place in a collec-
tion of the worst Restoration drama.
The decadence of the drama was by no means the only
handicap under which the stage laboured in the Caroline
period. During visitations of the plague the theatres were
ordered to be closed—and this calamity happened in 1625,
1630, 16365 and 1637.3 I*1 addition the extreme sensibility of
the court to criticism might cause any allusions, direct or in-
direct, to current politics to be harshly punished. Because
interest in contemporary events, both foreign and domestic,
was strong, playwrights were loath to let slip any opportunities
for a scoop. Thus Barnevelt's execution had scarcely taken
place before Fletcher and Massinger wrote a play about it, and
the return of Prince Charles from Spain without a Spanish wife
was celebrated in Middleton's A Game of Chess, which was
enjoying a remarkable run for those times (nine days) when the
privy council interfered and stopped it. During the bishops'
wars the exhibition upon the stage of an altar, basin, and
candlesticks, and actors bowing before them in ridicule of
Laudian church ceremonial, incurred a fine of a thousand
pounds on the players and the confiscation of their costumes,
whereupon (as a pamphleteer relates), having nothing left
them but a few old swords and bucklers, they acted 'the valiant
Scot* for five days with great applause, before they were again
silenced.4 The importance of this censorship is that it prevented
the dramatists from making a popular appeal to a wider audience
than the court. In fact it aggravated the tendency, already
marked, for the stage to become less national and more courtly.
This was the more serious inasmuch as it facilitated the puritan
attack upon the theatre.
The puritans had made a determined assault upon the stage
during the late seventies and eighties of the sixteenth century*
but, failing to achieve success then, they slackened their efforts
for thirty years. About the time of Shakespeare's death they
1	e.g. the case of Henry Jerrnyn.
2	The Dramatic Records of Sir Henry Herbert* ed J. Q,, Adams (19x7), pp. 54-5.
3	Middlesex County Records > iiL 6; Dramatic Records of Sir Henry Herbert, pp. 44,
57 n, i, 64, 65; Straffbrde's Letters, ii, 56.
4	The Second Discovery by the Northern Scout (1643), p. 8.

